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SOME INDIGENOUS COAST PLANTS FOR COAST
GARDENS
By R. MORAY GRAHAM
I trustthatI shallsometimesee
A foresterwho lovesa tree;
Whosesoul is not immersedin slumber,
Dreamingof potentiallumber.
At bestgardeningontheCoastcanbedisheartening.Too often,if thehouseis
notperchedonabedof oldcoralthesoilconsistsof puresand. A fewplantsdonot
seemto mindthisunduly,butonealwaysfeelsthatthenextlongdry spellwill see
themoff, andthatis disturbing.
Up-countrypeoplewhoownhousesontheCoastnormallyinhabitthemforjust
oneor twomonthsin theyear,avoidingtherainyseason,andsotheireffortscanonly
be spasmodic.ThoseEuropeanswho are moreor lesspermanentlyresidentare
mainlybusinessmenlivingonornearMombasaIsland. Theirhouses,asoftenasnot,
areleased,andit is verywellknownthata gardener'sbestworkis doneonhisown
land.
It maybe notedthatrelativelyfew Coastspeciesarereallyworthcultivating,
thatfewerstillareat all wellknown,andthatalmosttheonlywayin whichseeds,
rootsor cuttingscanbeobtainedis to gooutintothebushandcollecthem. And
this,unlessonehappenstobeabletogetoutonsafariforweeksatatime,atdifferent
seasonsof theyearin orderto spotpotentialwinnersin flowerandin fruit,is nearly
impossible.
Not manypeoplehavetriedseriouslyto cultivateindigenouspeciesin a garden
on theCoast. OnemightaskwhytheForestDepartmentdoesnot run an official
nurseryto try outfar moreCoastplantsof promise,sellinginterestingtypesto the
public. Therearetwopossibleexplanations.Firstly,someprobingauditor,green
thoughhispencilmaybe,wouldwantproofthatHeinsia, for example,reallydoes
producesaleabletimber,andthatcouldleadto endlessaltercation.And secondly,
ofcourse,thereistheoddfactthatsofewforestersareinterestedin flowers.
In practicesomeof thebetterCoastplantsarealreadycommonlyused. Adenium
obesum,withitsbrightpinkAzalea-likeflowerswill doevenat6,000feet. Thelocal
whitePlumbagozeylanicais grown,but is not seennearlyso oftenasthesky-blue
SouthAfricanform. Hibiscusschizopetalusisalsocommonlyused,andsomebulbous
specieslike Gloriosa,HaemanthusandCr;numhavea verywidenaturaldistribution
andarefoundup-country. Clitoria ternateais freelyusedontheCoast. Thepalm-
likeEncephalartoshildebrandtii,thoughsometimesseenin Nairobi,couldwithadvant-
agebe plantedmuchmoreon theCoast. It is commonin theArabuko-Sokoke
forestnearKilifi.
Palms,otherthancoconuts,arealwaysworthyof a place. Borassusflabellifer,
withthatcuriousbulgetwo-thirdsof thewayup thestem,prefersdeepsoil, but
growsquitewell on partsof MombasaIsland. Phoenix reclinata, the common
mukindu,is lessexacting.Raphia ruffia, normallyriparian,will do wellenoughin
damphollows. Its leavesmaygrowto a lengthof 50feetandits fruitsarethose
blatantlyartificial-looking,highlypolished'pine-cones'sometimesfound in local
curioshops. Thewell-knowngardeners'fibreis harvestedfromit. The Oil-palm,
Elais gutneensis,occurs,usuallyas a riparianplant,but is not difficultto growif
it canbewateredoccasionally.
OnaCoastplotonedoesnotusuallyaskmoreof atreethanthatit shouldprovide
shade,yetthereare somelocalswhicharealsodecorativewhenin flower. Many
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of themaredeciduousduringthedryweather,butarecorrespondinglyhardy. Those
whichdo not shedtheirleavesso freelydemandbettersoil conditionsas a rule.
Erythrina abyssinica,commonfromsea-levelto 7,000feet,isoftenratherscraggy
looking. A farfinerspecies,E. sacleuxii,is foundin savanna,orasaforestreein the
ArabukoSokokearea. Whenin full blooma well-grownspecimenis spectacular
with its massesof brilliantscarletflowers. Fernandoamagnificafrom theShimba
Hills bearsverylargeorange-colouredflowersresemblingthoseof its relation,the
NandiFlame;buttheseareneithersucha goodcolour,noraretheysofreelyborne
as on Spathodea. Markhamia zanzibarica,again,is verysimilarto the Nairobi
representativeof thegroup,M. hildebrandtii. The flowersareyellowwith purple
spots.
Severalof thesmallertrees,growingto a heightof fromtento25feet,areworth
considering.Mundu/easericeahasreddish-purpleflowers,whilethoseof Millettia
usaramensisare mauveor mauve-blue.Thesevery attractivelittle ·treesmay
resemblean arborescentWistariawhenin full bloom. A fish-poisonis madefrom
thebark·of Mundulea, and also from thatof Barringtoniaracemosa. The large,
cream-colouredflowersof thisplantareborneonlongpendulousracemeslikethose
of theSausageTree(Kigelia); butasit onlythrivesin deepshadeonariverbankit is
seldomseen. Incidentally,Kigelia aethiopicaitselfis quiteworthgrowingif onehas
landto spare.
Leptactiniap/atyphylla from the ShimbaHills has sweet-scented,white,star-
shapedflowersaninchacrosswhicharefreelyborneinagoodyear.ThoseofHo/arrhena
febrifuga areverysimilar,thoughthetreebelongsto quitea differentfamily. Ixora
odorata,a ratherscandentlittle treealso from the ShimbaHills, bearsheadsof
trumpet-shapedflowersup to two anda half incheslong,pink outsideandwhite
inside,followedby smallredcherry-likefruits. This is an attractiveplant. From
the sameareacomesTurraea kaessneri. Each of its ratherstrikingand sweet-
scentedwhiteflowers,borneinclusters,consistsofanarrowcentraltrumpetwoanda
halftothreeincheslong;butin additionfivegreenish-whitestrap~shapedpetalsupto
fiveincheslonghangfromthecalyx. T. mombassana,amany-stemmedshrubgrowing
toaboutninefeet,bears,singly,quantitiesof smallwhiteflowersab()-lltoneaQdahalf
incheslong,againstadensebackgroundof small,dark-greenleaves.
Fig. 1. Ixora odorata
Fig. 2. Turraeakaessneri
Single flower
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In thedrybushcountrynorthof Malindiseveralspeciesof Cassiaarecommon.
Theyaresmall,deciduoustreeswithbrightgolden-yellowflowers,sometimesscented,
bornein profusion. It is difficultto be sureof today'snamesfor these,but C.
abbreviata,C. afrofistula and C. singueanawouldall seemto be worthgrowing.
In anyeventasseedsor plantscannotbebought,thenamesdo not matter. It is
enoughto knowthatthereareuseful,hardyspeciesavailableto thosewhocareto
look for them. And of course,with regardto namesthebotanistsarequiteun-
predictable.
Lawsonia inermisis anothersmalltreefromthebushcountrynearMalindi. It
is not in itselfverystriking,butthenumerousmall,whiteflowersareverysweetly
scented.The scentis extractedby SwahilisandArabsandusedin perfumery.In
additionhennadye,takenfromtheleaves,is usedlocallyfor dyeingfinger-nailsred.
Scentusedto beextractedalsofromtheflowersof a local Uvaria, not yetfinally
identified.Thesearetwoinchesindiameter,greenish-whiteincolourwitha maroon
markat thebaseof eachpetal. An~thersmalltreeof thesamefamily,Asteranthe
asterias,hasscented,greenish-white,quitelargeflowerswitha purplishmarkat the
baseof eachpetal.
In thefamilyof Rubiaceae.~wefind Rothmanniafischeri, a smallforesttreewith
largebell-shapedflowers,whitewithpurplespots. GardenialuteaandG. volkensii
aresavannaspecieswith tubularwhiteflowersturningyellowastheyage. All of
thesehavethetypicalscentof Gardenia. Theyareslowgrowingbutinterestingand
hardyplants. Heinsia crinita,a shrubto about12feet,is commonin thebushnear
Kilifi. Whenin flowerit is perhapsthemostshowyandattractiveof thewhole
group. The extremelynumerouswhite,star-shapedflowerscoverthewholeplant
andarejasmine-scented.Unfortunatelytheshowlastsfor threeor fourdaysonly,
afterwhichall thepetalsareshed.
Fig. 3. Heinsia crinita Fig. 4. Capparisgaleata
Brackenridgiazanguebarica,a smalltreeof theCoastandof theShimbaHills,
is anotherpotentiallyexcellentgardenspecieswhich,like its relationOchna, loses
muchof its valuebecauseits floweringperiodis so restricted.The smallwhite
flowersseemto envelopthetreecompletelyonceor twicea year,but fall almost
atonce. Theratherdull purpleflowersof Securidacalongipedunculataontheother
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Fig. 5. StrophanthusverrUCQSUS
hand,thoughverynumerous,lastwellonthetree. Theyarescentedandarefollowed
by fruitswhichlook verylike locusts. The Swahilinamefor theplantis mzigi.
Apartfromthosealreadymentioned,therearesomereasonablyattractiveshrubs
available. Acridocarpuszanzibaricusmaybefoundin blossomfor mostof theyear
andtheflowerslastwell. Theplantis almostoocommontoreceivetheattentionit
merits. Variousformsof thebrightredPentasarealreadycommonin cultivation.
The Coastoneis good. It appearsto beP. bussei. Someof thesmallerwhite
Clerodendrumsarequitehandsome,but mostof themhavean evilsmell,whichis
presumablywhytheyareusedasbaitin wovenfish-traps.
Amongthe Acanthaceaethereare severalusefulplants. The Coastform of
Thunbergiaaffinis bearslargeGloxinia-likeflowers,bluewhennewlyopened,but
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turningtoagoodpurplewithayellowthroat. Ecboliumamplexicauleisa somewhat
stragglingundershrub.Thedelicateflowersareaboutaninchacrossandareusually
greenishin colour. Theymay,however,bebrightemeraldgreenturningto blue-
greenin thethroat,andarethenveryattractive.Severalspeciesof Barleria have
verydelicatetexturedflowersfromonetotwoinchesin diameter,white,sky-blueor
carminein colour. The botanists,apparently,havenot yetsortedout thisgroup.
Tetraceraboiviniana,asomewhatuntidyshrubfromtheShimbaHills,bearswhite
flowersaninchandahalfacross,andscentedstronglyof ripepeaches.Ontheforest
edgenearKiWi thereis a scramblingor climbingform. Strophanthusmirabilis, a
many-stemmedshrubfrom theCoastbush,hasbell-shapedflowersmorethanan
inch in diameter. The corolla is white and the sepalspinkish. The petals
areelongatedintotailsoveraninchanda halflong-an interesting-lookingflower.
A smallshrubwhichwill growin puresandalmostathighwatermark,andwhich
is not undecorative,is Sophora tomentosa. The flowersareyellowand not very
conspicuous;butthewholeplant,stems,leavesandseed-pods,iscoveredwithvelvety
silvery-greytomentum.Anotherplantwhichdoesnotobjectosaltsprayis Capparis
galeata. This fleshy-leafed,scramblingshrubis frequentlyfoundon thelow coral
cliffsof theshore. The largeflowerswhichappearto consistlargelyof stamens,
arewhitewhentheyopen,butsoonturnpalemauve. Veryyoungbudspickledin
saltandvinegarmakean excellentsubstitutefor capers.
A fewclimbingplantsarewortha mention.
Strophanthusverrucosus,fromArabukoSokoke,climbsto30feetor so,supporting
itselfbymeansof curioustriangular,corkyprojections.Theflowersarefairlylarge
bells,white,yellowandmarooninside. The petals,like thoseofS.mirabilis, are
producedintotails,in thiscasesixor eightinchesin length.S. courmontii,fromthe
ShimbaHills, is a muchlargerplant. The bell-shapedflowers,two and a half
inchesacross,arewhitewithredandyellowstripesinside,butthepetalsareorthodox
in shape. Evenlargeris Landolphiaflorida. Thelarge,whitesweet-scentedflowers
arejasmine-likeand are followedby fruitswhich,externallyat least,couldvery
easilybemistakenfor big,yellowlemons.
Combretumpaniculatumcouldbedescribedasa verylargeclimber,or almostas
a veryscandentree. The countlessmall,scarletflowersareborneon theupper
surfaceof horizontallygrowingbranchlets.If constantlycutback,it canbetreated
asa largeshrub,andveryhandsomeitcanbe. Vanillaroscheri,anorchidwhichmay
climbto a heightof 30feetor so,lookslikea longstringof greensausagesdraped
overthescrubbyforestin whichit is found,but thefewflowersareverylovely.
Theyarelargeandwhite,withfiveouterpetalsanda centraltrumpet,salmon-pink
inside,andslightlyfrilled.
Theseedsof Caesalpiniabonduc,anotherscramblingandspinyshrubfoundgrow-
ingin puresandverynearthesea,arebornein attractive,canoe-shapedpodsgrowing
horizontallyand openingon the uppersurfaceonly. They are roundish,about
two-thirdsof an inchin diameter,extremelyhardwhenripeandpaleblue-greyin
colour. Theyarecollectedlocallyfor useascountersin thegameof 'Bau'. The
seedsof anothersmalllegumearesomewhatunusualin thattheyarequiteabright
bluewhenripe;andthereareplentyof otherswhichcouldmakeaninterestingand
amusingcollectionfor the children. A word of warningto the seedcollector,
however. Mucuna pruriens,a climberfoundsouthof Mombasaon the fringeof
themangroveswamps,bearspodsfromthreeto fiveincheslong,in pairs. These
sometimesresemblein miniaturethehornsofabuffaloandarecoveredin whatlooks
like velvet. It consists,in fact,of minute,barbed,andprobablypoisonedspines
whichcauseintenseirritationif allowedto settleon theskin. This canhappenif
onestandsundera ripefruitandshakestheplantgently.
Mostgroundorchidsjustrefuseto flowerif transferredfromtheirchosenhabitat,
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but it mightbeworthexperimentingfurtherin dampsoil withtwofairlycommon
Coast species.The flowersof Eulophia wakefieldiiare an inch acrossand very
brightgolden-yellowin colour. Thoseof E. cucullatamaybe nearlydoublethis
sizeandalovelyclearmauve-pinkcolour. Bothgrowtothreefeetormorein height.
Finally,Kaempfereaaethiopica,whichfroma littledistancecouldeasilybemis-
takenfor a groundorchid,bearsdelicatebrightpinkandyellowflowerstwoinches
in diameter,on stemsfrom six to IS inchesin height. It preferssomeshadeand
fairlymoistconditions,butgiventhat,it doesnotobjectto beingtransplanted,and
is verywellworthgrowing.
Tastesdiffer,and thereare doubtlessscoresmorespeciesas colourfulor as
interestingasthosementioned;butit will be verymanyyearsbeforemorethana
fractionof themaregivena trialrun. Hereareenoughfor a sampleplot.
Fla. 6. Vanilla roscheri
